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Introduction
“Some time ago we replaced a linear view of our evolution by one represented by a 
branching tree. It is now time to replace it with that of an interwoven plexus of genetic 
lineages that branch out and fuse once again with the passage of time” (Finlayson, 
2013 ). 
The quote above is from a year-end retrospective article written for BBC News by 
Clive Finlayson, professor at Gibraltar Museum and author of several books on the 
origin of humans. He refers to the fact that currently, our knowledge of early human 
evolution is being reshaped. Genomic research has shown that early Homo sapiens 
interbred with Neanderthals, Denisovans, and a few other archaic humans (Pääbo, 2014; 
Stringer, 2014). Archaeological explorations have discovered several new species, most 
recently Australopithecus sediba and Homo naledi in South Africa (Berger et al., 2015). 
Such findings add to the increasingly complex image in science of the human and human 
evolution. 
Yet, more than a question for science, this is also a question for the public. In fact, the 
topic of the origin of our species has long been an issue for the public. Where do we come 
from? Why are we the only human species alive? Moreover, to connect to Finlayson’s 
quote, what models can we benefit from when producing knowledge of our past?
The aim of this article is to analyze the knowledge production of early human evolution 
in museums and the public, with a focus on the conceptual discussion on models and 
metaphors depicting our origin. The discussions of this article are mainly theoretical and 
conceptual, but with a departure to multi-sited ethnographic fieldwork that I am currently 
1 In this article, quotes from Finlayson (2013) and Hawks (2013) appear without page number as these 
are collected from Internet websites. 
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involved in focused on the knowledge production of early human evolution in the public 
sphere. From this fieldwork, three models stood out that demanded extra attention: March 
of Progress, the phylogenetic tree model, and the emerging braided stream model. Hence, 
the focus of this article evolves around these concepts. Instead of providing descriptive 
results from the fieldwork, I am using it to highlight the pressing issues and trying to, as 
Donna Haraway (2016) phrases it, ‘stay with the trouble’.
The structure of this article is as follows. First, the methodological approach, multi-
sited ethnography, will be described along with other methodological considerations. 
Since the article is multi-disciplinary, however with an educational focus, I will situate the 
text in the context of public pedagogy. After these introductory sections, I will perform the 
analyses using the three models as entry points to the question of knowledge production 
of early human evolution. Each model—March of Progress, the phylogenetic tree model, 
and the emerging braided stream model—is devoted its own section with accompanying 
analysis on knowledge production in the public in general and with discussions on the 
role and content of museum exhibitions on human evolution today.
Methodology
As the aim is to map out the knowledge production on early human evolution, a 
well-informed, pragmatic approach to ethnography that can responsibly take advantage 
of a variety of ethnographical sites is required, thus I turn to multi-sited ethnography 
(Gunnarsson, 2015; Hine, 2007; Marcus, 1995; Pierides, 2010). Hine’s (2007) ethnography 
involves a variety of spaces, e.g., museums, online discussion forums, interviews, and 
botanical gardens, to explore different aspects of her research phenomenon. Using 
multi-sited ethnography in educational settings Pierides (2010) draws on Marcus (1995), 
discussing this methodology as mapping, “follow the people; follow the thing; follow 
the metaphor; follow the plot, story or allegory; follow the life or biography; follow the 
conflict” (Pierides, 2010, p. 186).
As a part of the multi-sited ethnography, the main data collection derives from natural 
history museums and historical museums in Europe and Asia. Macdonald (1998) puts it 
clearly, “museums are thoroughly part of society, culture and politics. As such, they are 
sites in which we can see wider social, cultural and political battles played out” (p. 19). 
Museums are also an informal educational space that attracts visitors who want to learn 
and experience, which sometimes is called free-choice science education (Falk, 2001). 
Visits to the following museums have contributed to this study: Musée de l’Homme in 
Paris, Natural History Museum in London, National Museum of Nature and Science 
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in Tokyo, Swedish Museum of Natural History in Stockholm, Hong Kong Museum of 
History, and Fiji Museum in Suva. 
Usually, exhibitions on early human evolution are found at natural history museums, 
but in some places, this kind of information can also be found at historical museums. In 
those cases (Fiji and Hong Kong), the exhibitions are more place-based, representing 
the history of the people at this particular place. At most natural history museums, the 
exhibitions mainly contribute with a general exhibition of the evolutionary history of our 
species and our close relatives, even if some also present some material on local history. 
Macdonald (1998) argued that the cultural study of museum exhibitions evolve around 
“production (encoding/writing), consumption (decoding/reading), as well as content 
(text) and the interrelationships between these” (p. 4). The data collected from exhibitions 
are limited to the content aspect of taking part of exhibitions and their accompanying 
exhibition catalogues; hence, the content rather than the production or consumption is 
of interest in this study. In addition, it must be noted that the article does not attempt to 
describe the exact representations of exhibitions in an organized manner. Rather, entry 
points into conceptual discussions are found within the data and are developed. 
Further, museum exhibitions are only one of several sites in the multi-sited 
ethnography that was performed. In the first analysis, I am approaching the publicly 
popular representation of evolution through the image of March of Progress. This popular 
image is an example of a linear model that is of interest in the way it contributes to the 
production of human evolution in the public consciousness. The second analysis uses data 
from museums and discusses the complex phylogenetic tree model. The third analysis 
takes a departure from the observations in the museums and explores the new fluid model 
of the braided stream. The main data for this section is based on popular science writings. 
All three analyses discuss the connection between models and museums. The discussions 
concerning the role of museums are central in the article, but are accompanied with other 
aspects of the public knowledge production of human evolution.
Situating the Article in Public Pedagogy
To understand the transdisciplinary approach in the enterprise of analyzing the 
‘knowledge production of early human evolution’, I will spend the next section situating the 
article in context of ‘public pedagogy’ and explore in what way the article can contribute to 
this line of research. This section provide the article with a mixture of previous research 
and theoretical perspectives. 
The concept of informal learning describes the learning outside formal institutions, 
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whereas public pedagogy focuses on formal and informal learning processes outside 
educational institutions. The concept of public pedagogy has been used for a century 
in research, but it was not until Henry Giroux’s extensive use of the term around the 
millennium shift that it became an established research area. Giroux (2003, 2011) has 
convincingly showed how cultural studies and educational research are connected, as 
we are constantly affected and taught by cultural expressions. Others have studied the 
educational aspects of social movements, breastfeeding, art, museums, and the like (see 
Handbook of Public Pedagogy, Sandlin et al., 2011). What connects this line of work is 
their interest in the critical dimension of what these cultural examples communicate. The 
analyses draw on and reviews hegemonic discourses, neoliberal ideology, individualistic 
subject positions, gender stereotypes, and racist discourses. However, the general 
tendency is that the public pedagogy research (i) positions itself in a sociocultural 
perspective focusing on constructivist and poststructural analyses, and (ii) targets cultural 
phenomena. The same applies to museum analyses, even when they are not analyzed 
within the area of public pedagogy. Macdonald (1998) did not explicitly use the concept 
of poststructural analysis, but she explained that museum exhibitions are analyzed as 
text with an interest in seeing the meaning and distribution of power, which is also what 
I intend when using the term. 
In relation to the current article, few studies in public pedagogy are approaching natural 
sciences phenomena. Critical analyses in education have a long tradition of studying the 
cultural aspects of our society. In a North American context, this thinking lies close to 
the concept of public pedagogy, as explained by Henry Giroux and others. Traditional 
public pedagogy usually takes a strong departure from cultural analyses and learning 
about cultural phenomena, such as media, movies, literature, art, etc. Less common are 
analyses of nature and natural phenomena. Nature is often based upon neutral facts and 
is a task for science, or for citizens with a biological interest. Given its interest in the 
knowledge production of a natural science phenomenon in the public sphere, this article 
will be a contribution to the area of public pedagogy.
The Problem with Linearity:March of Progress
If you search on the Internet for images on human evolution, the March of Progress 
is one of the most common pictures you will find. It is one of the most potent images in 
scientific iconography in general and most definitely is an illustration of human evolution 
(Shelley, 1996). The image consists of a series of figures from left to right: a monkey 
walking with its hands close to the ground, rising apes and man-apes, and finally, a fully 
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upright man to the right. The March of Progress is an image written into our society’s 
collective memory and can be found in a wide range of different versions. In popular 
culture, an extra figure is added to the right indicating the next step of evolution, be it a 
man with a smart phone, an alien, a man crouching over a computer, an overweight man, 
Darth Vader, a golfer, a robot, or a man turning back to the left expressing “turn back, 
we fucked up everything”. The idea of progress is played with for the sake of the joke, 
and often the images are commentaries to societal challenges of technology, obesity, or 
non-sustainable life styles. 
Images reflect how we see ourselves as a species. What signifies the March of Progress 
images is that they portray evolution as a history with a single origin (a monkey) and 
a single end (a human). Between these two points, there is a linear development from 
one stage to another. The problem with a linear view concerning time and evolution 
is discussed by several researchers connecting biology with the humanities, such as 
Elisabeth Grosz (2004), Manuel DeLanda (1997), and Stephen Gould (2000). It is also the 
general idea within the research community that human history has a complicated past 
and is an ongoing project (Ackermann et al., 2015; Stringer, 2016).
In his article on the visual arguments of the March of Progress, Cameron Shelley 
(2001) explained that it was originally inspired by an image by R. Zallinger called The 
Road to Homo sapiens. In this image, we see a row of figures walking from left to right; 
it is the image of five archaic humans leading to the contemporary human. Instead of 
simply shadows or contours (which most of the contemporary images show), this image 
is depicting from left to right Australopithecus, Homo habilis, Homo erectus, Neanderthal 
man, Early Modern man, and Modern man. This picture is a representation of our past; 
however, our relation to these archaic humans is still a matter of scientific debate. The 
March of Progress and the Road to Homo sapiens are problematic as representations of 
human evolution if the public perceives our origin in this linear matter. 
Feminist philosopher Elizabeth Grosz (2004) discussed the matter of origin through 
her work on Darwin, “Origin is a nominal question. What constitutes an origin depends 
on what we call a species, where we (arbitrarily or with particular purposes in mind) 
decide to draw the line between one group and another that resembles it, preexists it, 
or abides in close proximity with it” (p. 23). Grosz argued that the very categorization is 
an intricate part of the way we perceive our origin. There are no natural species before 
we draw the line between them. As we saw above, March of Progress originates from the 
five species that were accessible when writing and depicting our evolutionary history. 
Today, we have found several new species that would be difficult to fit on the ‘road’ or 
in the ‘march’. Take for example, Homo floresiensis (popularly known as ‘the hobbit’  as 
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their height was approximately one meter) found on the island of Flores in Indonesia in 
2003. Homo floresiensis is probably mostly related to the Australopithecus lineage, and 
left Africa several million years ago. African Australopithecus groups were developed 
into other archaic humans, or they were diffused into other archaic groups through 
interbreeding (there is also a possibility they were killed). In contrast, Homo floresiensis 
continued to live on the island Flores with primitive tools until approximately 50,000 years 
ago (coincidentally about the time when Homo sapiens arrived to the island) (Gee, 2013; 
Sutikna et al., 2016). Where in the ‘march’ would Homo floresiensis fit? Indeed, they are 
related to the first figure, the Australopithecus, and they might be the ancestor of the 
second and third one, but they also continued to live up until the time of the fifth or sixth 
figure. Homo floresiensis is only one of several new species discovered recently that also 
adds to the increasingly complex origin of our species—and of the species we forced into 
extinction. Progress does mean that the men to the right evolved from the ones to the left. 
In most cases, Homo sapiens were probably an active part in the extinction of its brothers 
to the left on the march. The image rather shows a ‘March of Extinction’ with the sole 
survivor, Modern man, to the right in the picture leaving the others to history. 
The linearity is problematic because it also connects a moral aspect to the model, 
indicating the further along the line a species is placed, the more evolved, i.e., better, 
it is. History of science scholar Tracy L. Teslow discussed this aspect in her analysis of 
the 1933 exhibition Races of Mankind, which presented 104 life-size bronze sculptures 
of what they argued were the ‘principal’ human racial types. Sculpture artist Malvina 
Hoffman was commissioned to perform the sculptures. The sculptures were presented 
in a linear series, indicating a hierarchy from primitive Australian aborigine to civilized 
Caucasian. The hierarchy was even more explicitly expressed in exhibition material and 
documentation of the production of the exhibition (Teslow, 1998, 2014). There were also 
issues with the appearance of the sculptures, as some ethnic groups were represented 
with more stereotypical features. This discussion is, however, beyond the scope of this 
article; I will instead follow the discussion on multiplicity here. Teslow argued that the 
exhibition had different purposes. In one way, the production team wanted to show unity 
of all humans independent of race—bringing the world together. At the same time, the 
typological idea of specificity created a categorization of the races, which was confused 
with normative ideals. For this, this exhibition was heavily criticized in the 1960’s. In 
the 1970’s, the sculptures were reinstalled under the name Portrait of Man, showing a 
randomized presentation of different kinds of people of the world. Teslow (1998) explained 
that the statues “are presented by the museum without any order of hierarchy and without 
any anthropological information—they are merely decorative objects, displaying human 
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physical and cultural diversity, but explicitly not typology” (p. 73). What we see is that the 
statues were originally created from both a linear ideal and an idea of multiplicity. Later its 
linearity was revised and only the multiplicity of the current human kind was displayed.2 
Shelley (1996) highlighted another pressing issue with the March of Progress images, 
namely who is depicted as the human; an obvious physical attribute is that the two 
figures to the right are Caucasian despite the fact that light skin color only appears in 
the northern hemisphere and was developed during the last 10,000 years of our history. 
Furthermore, all figures appear to be male, despite an equal amount of female fossils 
having been found. Shelley (1996) argued, “This is an unfortunate choice, since each 
individual, removed from its context, is clearly meant as an example of its kind, and there 
is no evidence that evolution affects only whites or only males” (p. 65). At museums, there 
has long been an unequal representation of female and male depictions of, for example, 
Paleolithic life (Gifford-Gonzales, 1993). When the image was first produced, the study of 
humankind was mainly performed by Caucasian men and Western Europe was the most 
studied area for the later part of the evolution. However, this only shows that the linear 
models do not easily extend beyond normative positions or assumptions, and do not 
represent the multiplicity and complexity that the knowledge on human evolution actually 
presents. Shelley (1996) concluded that the March of Progress can only portray evolution 
as progress toward a goal, and that any attempt of revising it slightly still reproduces the 
same problematic assumption. 
Increasing Complexity in the Tree Model
In the museums I visited, there seemed to be a tension between visualizing human 
evolution as linear or multiple and complex. The most common way to describe evolution 
and our history is using models resembling the phylogenetic tree model. The display is 
linear in that is follows any development over time, but also follows different branches. 
The tree model was used already by one of the founders of evolutionary theory, Charles 
Darwin, and botanist Carl Linnaeus. For example, we probably share a common ancestor 
with the chimpanzees and the bonobos from approximately 7 million years ago. This base 
then separates into different branches, such as the Australopithecus genus and the Homo 
genus, and separates into thinner branches ending with the currently existing species. 
Regarding the use of the tree model in discussions on early human evolution, Mary 
2 In 2016 to 2019, an exhibition with a selection of Malvina Hoffman’s sculptures is displayed, now 
under the name Looking at Ourselves. Rethinking the Sculptures of Malvina Hoffman. https://www.
fieldmuseum.org/at-the-field/exhibitions/looking-ourselves-rethinking-sculptures-malvina-hoffman
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Bouquet (1998) explained: 
The tree form of the phylogeny is borrowed from the historical genealogy, projected 
into geological time. Phylogenies (such as the Schaap family oak) are both akin to 
the Christian depictions of Christ’s earthly ancestry (again sometimes an oak, but 
this time referring to Biblical chronology) known as the Tree of Jesse. (p. 165)
Further, Bouquet (1996) called the tree model a way to “visualize the abstract system of 
relationships” (p. 45). As such, it is and has been a successful tool for producing knowledge 
about early humans and their relationships. The problem with the family tree model, 
however, is that it assumes a definition of species where they cannot interbreed—in other 
words, that one branch cannot connect to another and continue to grow from there. Today, 
we know that interbreeding occurred between varieties of human species. The journal 
Nature even calls our history an “interbreeding bonanza” (Callaway, 2016). Chris Stringer 
(2014) indicated that there are several reasons to categorize various archaic humans as 
different species, and because of this, it raises questions regarding the use of models. For 
Stringer and other researchers, a more pressing issue is the theoretical aspect, namely 
the long-standing conflict between multiregional and recent African origin (RAO) views 
of our history. Nevertheless, for museums interested in the visual presentation of human 
evolution, the visual and metaphorical images are of utmost importance. In my study, 
I did not encounter any completely linear models like the March of Progress; however, 
the multiplicity is not shown. Instead, usually one specimen of each species is presented 
with a single tool representing its contribution to the human evolution. Myra Hird (2004) 
claimed there are several features of Darwinian theory that are central in reference to 
complexity, “contingency, diversity, nonlinearity, and self-organization” (p. 51). Together 
with other researchers (DeLanda, 1997; Gould, 2000; Grosz, 2004; Keller, 1995), she 
criticized the way the human is seen as the end result of an evolutionary project, and put 
forth it is a rather fortunate accident. A general conclusion here is that the evolutionary 
family tree is problematic based on the linear idea that the human is the most evolved 
species (DeLanda, 1997; Hird, 2004). Evolutionary scientists Ackermann and colleagues 
(2015) added that our species is “a continuing dynamic (process) rather than an outcome 
(product); there is no clear starting point, or ending point” (p. 6). 
A different approach was taken by Mary Bouquet (1998) when she produced the 
exhibition Man-ape Ape-man for the Dutch National Museum of Natural History in 1993. 
The task was to create an exhibition specifically on what today is the type specimen of 
Homo erectus, which was in the Museum’s possession. In one room, Bouquet collected a 
wide range of sculptures and images that were all reconstructions from the same bones; 
however, they were far from consistent. One image even showed a different species, a 
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Neanderthal, Bouquet (1998) explained. The general lesson was that representations are 
collaborations of researchers and scientists and consist of a number of assumptions rather 
than facts. Aspects such as body hair, clothing, body paint, or skin color are not possible 
to see from the bones per se. Added to that are underlying norms from the researchers 
that lead them to portray a specimen more or less civilized and similar to a contemporary 
human. Shelley (1996) provided a clear example of this in his study of images of human 
evolution. Two images of Neanderthals are completely different, despite being drawn 
from the same fossils. One is ape-like with no clothes, more body hair, and a crouching 
posture. The second is a partly dressed toolmaker with a human-like pondering posture. 
In the museums I visited, each has represented the specimens in their own way. The 
resemblance is significant, but they do not look completely the same. 
The tree model can be found in natural history museums, for example, when 
presenting diversity and explaining the evolutionary model at the National Museum of 
Nature and Science in Tokyo. Yet, when presenting human evolution, a geographic model 
is more common describing how humans spread across the earth over the course of time. 
Grosz (2004) added to this a reminder that Darwin himself made it clear that “the time, 
along with life itself, always moves forward, generates more rather than less complexity, 
produces divergences rather than convergences, variations rather than resemblances” 
(p. 7). With this reminder, we can see again that a shift not only from a linear model of 
March of Progress to the tree model is necessary for the knowledge production of early 
human history, but the complexity itself. Complexity means not only a tree with more 
branches in complicated patterns, but a different way of thinking about evolution. The 
etymological origin of the concept of ’evolution’ means to unfold (Gee, 2013; Grosz, 
2004), which means it is an ongoing process not directed toward a particular goal. Rather, 
it is an unpredictable process leading toward more complexity. That is, until a lineage dies 
out, as all other human species did. The fact that there is only one human species alive 
today is something that is deceiving our way of thinking about evolution, since we might 
assume that everything led to this one species. Returning to the Grosz quote above, it is 
difficult for museums and public representations of human evolution to put forth ideas of 
complexity, divergence, and variation when what we see in the human genus today is only 
one species with a rather limited gene pool and where variation is scarce. The very fact 
that there is only one kind of human left today makes it difficult to use the tree model—
what does a tree with only one branch left look like? In the next section, we will continue 
the discussion on complexity and evolution by looking closer at more fluid models. 
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Introducing Fluid Models: The Braided Stream
Today, museums and other educational material are using a less linear and less 
tree-like image where the different species or fossils are shown without their expected 
connections between each other. At the Musée de l’Homme in Paris, they try not to point 
out the relationships between hominids, but only portray the period when a particular 
population or species lived. A similar image that loosely connects species to each other 
thematically can be found at the Natural History Museum in London. Another version of 
this compromise can be found at the National Museum of Nature and Science in Tokyo. 
Here, the model is not tree-like, and unlike the images in Paris and London, the different 
species are plotted in a wider trench. Unlike the tree model, this model allowed more 
flexibility and included the interbreeding of Homo sapiens and other archaic humans. 
The models showed in museums are not quite like trees, but more fluid or dotted. 
Usually, they are more abstract than carrying a metaphorical value like the tree. I argue 
that for an effective or thought-provoking discussion on the knowledge production of 
human evolution in the public to take place, abstract models are needed as well as models 
with metaphorical weight. In this section, I discuss the way popular science is approaching 
more fluid models, and use the model of the braided stream as a case study to discuss the 
shift away from the tree model toward fluid models. 
There are a few examples of popular science using fluid models. The researcher who 
led the team that sequenced the Neanderthal DNA, Svante Pääbo, has promoted the 
concept of ’leaky replacement’ (Gibbons, 2011), whereas science journalist Karin Bojs 
(2015) used the metaphor of a natural well from where the water/genes flow in different 
directions. Some researchers have proposed to view the concept of evolution as a braided 
stream, which was raised following the latest discovery of Homo naledi (Hawks, 2013). I 
will return to this concept shortly. It is interesting to see that all these metaphors contain 
fluid or liquid elements. The fluid models are not yet used visually in popular science 
books or in museums, only mainly written accounts exist so far. Therefore, this last 
section focuses more on popular science and the debate on models among scientists.
In the beginning of this article, Professor Clive Finlayson from the Gibraltar Museum 
was quoted discussing the theme of this article—the models of linearity, the tree, 
and something beyond. In this section, it is time to return to Finlayson and study his 
arguments closer: 
It seems that almost every other discovery in palaeoanthropology is reported as a 
surprise. I wonder when the penny will drop: when we have five pieces of a 5,000-
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piece jigsaw puzzle, every new bit that we add is likely to change the picture.
Did we really think that having just a minuscule residue of our long and diverse past 
was enough for us to tell humanitys story? (Finlayson, 2013)
Studying the evolution of humankind involves millions of years on several continents 
and working with a very limited selection of fossil data. The questions are therefore 
justified: When will we stop being surprised at what we believed was the whole truth 
and nothing but the truth? Finlayson then continued to discuss the recent findings of 
the Denisovan people and the genetic analysis that showed their ‘cousin’ relationship 
to the Neanderthal. Genetic analysis has showed us that there were gene flow between 
Neanderthals, Denisovans, and modern humans, but that another, yet unknown fourth 
human species (perhaps Homo erectus) was also involved in interbreeding in the past. 
Finlayson argued that gene flow is now seen as a common practice not only between 
humans and Neanderthals, but also between other archaic humans many generations 
back. Ackermann and colleagues (2015) argued that both genetic and archaeological 
proof backs the claim that hybridization between human species “is the rule, not the 
exception, in human evolution” (p. 1). To conclude, the more we find out about our past, 
the more gene flow we continue to discover. The problem, Finlayson (2013) argued, is a 
matter of tradition in the field:
We have built a picture of our evolution based on the morphology of fossils and it 
was wrong.
We just cannot place so much taxonomic weight on a handful of skulls when we know 
how plastic—or easily changeable—skull shape is in humans. And our paradigms 
must also change.
Some time ago we replaced a linear view of our evolution by one represented by 
a branching tree. It is now time to replace it with that of an interwoven plexus of 
genetic lineages that branch out and fuse once again with the passage of time. (...)
The world of our biological and cultural evolution was far too fluid for us to constrain 
it into a few stages linked by transitions. (Finlayson, 2013)
Both archaeology and museums have a long history of studying and displaying 
fossilized skeletons. What Finlayson here points to is the fact that genetic analyses are 
revealing specific information about our past with more certainty than the archaeological 
morphological research. This is a fact that not only involves research, but also the 
way knowledge is presented to the public. When it comes to humans, museums have 
exhibited—and are still exhibiting—casts of skulls and bones to show our development. 
The casts of the skeletons along with tools and other archaeological findings are obviously 
visually pleasing for exhibitions. For example, the exhibition of Homo naledi in Maropeng, 
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Johannesburg displays 1,550 bones from 15 different individuals. Compare this to the 
Denisovan, a species discovered through DNA analysis of a single finger bone. Yet, this 
DNA could show interbreeding with Homo sapiens, Neanderthals and yet another still 
unknown hominid. How does one display the DNA as a museum object? Museums today 
have an important mission in educating its visitors not only in the shape of skulls—which 
today is very common knowledge at museums—but also in the complex technology and 
results of genomics. The DNA can also provide clues about other aspects that cannot be 
derived from analyses of skeletons, such as skin color and body hair. Genomic research 
showed that lighter skin probably developed within the last 10,000 years. Museums 
generally lack discussions concerning the multiplicity of possible appearances of our 
ancestors. Instead, the museums provide a probable answer through the construction of 
a sculpture, even though we usually have no proof regarding the characteristics of hair 
or the color of the skin.
Finlayson’s article has been further discussed and the fluid theme has been developed. 
Paleoanthropologist John Hawks wrote on his extremely popular and well-read blog about 
Finlayson’s article discussing the necessity of the fluidity in new models of our past, and 
more specifically the model of the braided stream. Even if Finlayson himself does not use 
the exact phrase “braided stream”, the heading is “Human evolution, from tree to braid”, 
Hawks referred to this article as an inspiration for thinking about human evolution as a 
braided stream. Hawks (2013) described the new model in the following way: 
The “braided stream” analogy captures different information about human origins 
than the usual branching tree. The branches of a tree do not reconnect with each 
other above the point where they initially separate. A tree will never admit to 
exchanging sap between its branches, and there are no little xylem hyphae between 
branches to carry sap anyway. Our evolution was truly a network in which multiple 
populations existed and contributed to our process of adaptation. (Hawks, 2013)
Hawks was the first to admit that this metaphor is not perfect, and that our origin 
has followed somewhat different patterns as rivers do. This is the nature of metaphors 
and models. Chris Stringer (2014) acknowledged that the overwhelming genomic data 
requires new ways of composing models. However, he argued that it is too soon to 
abandon the phylogenetic trees, as we need both models to understand recent human 
evolution. Hawks (2013) stated that the time has come for the braided stream model: 
Ancient DNA has begun to show the process of genetic exchange was not a minor 
player in our evolution. All human populations today evidence some mixture of 
ancient populations that existed well before the “origin of modern humans”. Genetic 
exchanges between different populations were dominant in the formation of some 
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human adaptations. (...) It’s mixing all the way back. (Hawks, 2013)
A new human species entered the anthropological scene when the team around Lee 
Berger in South Africa unearthed Homo naledi. Science writer Jamie Shreeve wrote about 
the discovery in the main article for National Geographic and finished the article with 
some reflections on the metaphors, “Berger himself thinks the right metaphor for human 
evolution, instead of a tree branching from a single root, is a braided stream: a river that 
divides into channels, only to merge again downstream” (Shreeve, 2015). This is only one 
of several places where Lee Berger has talked about revising our evolutionary models 
and proposing the model of the braided stream. John Hawks had a close collaboration 
with Lee Berger and was part of the expedition that unearthed Homo naledi. 
Recently, the braided stream has been used in scientific articles, for example, in a 
synthesis paper on hybridization among archaic humans (Ackermann et al., 2016) and 
to explain anthropological findings in China (Athreya & Wu, 2017). The authors of the 
former wrote, “A starting point would be to move away from a strictly tree-like metaphor 
(i.e., branching only) for evolution and diversification. We suggest that a more complex 
metaphor that incorporates frequent hybridization as a core feature (e.g., a network 
or braided stream) is a more apt way to consider the emergence and evolution of our 
species. Importantly, gene flow does not only cause branches to merge, but can also spur 
the production of new branches, which themselves can interact with other branches” 
(Ackermann et al., 2016, p. 5). These are some of the first scientific articles using the 
model; hence, the scientific community is now using concepts that first were accessible 
in popular science. This can be seen as an example of when communication regarding 
science is not only happening top-down from science to popular science to the public, but 
also in the other direction. It must be noted that in this case, the forum was a popular 
science forum but the discussion was performed by scientists. It would be interesting 
to trace a possible shift further toward a braided stream or other more fluid models; 
however, that is beyond the scope of this article.
Concluding Discussion and Thinking Ahead
Mary Bouquet (1998) argued clearly, “exhibitions should make people think, not 
simply spoon-feed them information” (p. 167). From the ethnography I performed so 
far at museums and other public sites, I have witnessed very interesting exhibitions that 
manage to transmit knowledge successfully to the visitor through media, sculpture, video, 
fossils, and text. Nevertheless, there are very few moments when the exhibitions have 
presented its content with focus on challenging the visitor to think rather than to learn 
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facts. One example is the Musée de l’Homme in Paris where one can sit in an interactive 
photo booth. Instead of receiving a picture of oneself, the monitor shows a distorted, 
augmented, picture of what you would look like if you had been a Neanderthal. When I 
sat in the interactive Neanderthal photo booth, I saw an image of myself but with clearly 
marked eye ridges, a lower forehead, and a clearly receding chin. 
Discussions regarding which models and images most appropriately represent the 
existing research do rarely take place in popular science writing and never at museums. 
Instead, as a visitor, you are to accept the view of the exhibition makers. In contrast, popular 
science writings are more elaborate when handling knowledge gaps, uncertainties, and 
fluid borders. How do museums take into consideration the uncertainties? This study has 
showed that most exhibitions are eager to share what is known, even hypotheses, and 
less eager to deal with uncertainties. Science is seen as the current truth, and very little 
is explored about the constructivist or cultural aspect of science. 
Indeed, there is little focus on more existential aspects of what all this means. Almost 
no museums discuss scientific history and all the false assumptions it has made.3 As a 
contrast to museums, popular science books are instead more eager to discuss which 
debates the human evolution previously have been involved with, and to share which side 
won—the one with the best evidence and arguments. In what way the public will continue 
to produce knowledge about human evolution, we cannot predict. However, it will most 
probably involve a rethinking of the way current models—the march, the tree, and the 
stream—are producing the knowledge of our past.
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March, Tree, Stream
—The Knowledge Production of Early Human Evolution—
Simon Ceder
Currently, our knowledge of early human evolution is being reshaped. Genomic 
research has shown that early Homo sapiens interbred with Neanderthals and a few 
other archaic humans; archaeological explorations have discovered several new species. 
Such findings add to the increasingly complex image in science of the human and human 
evolution. The aim of this article is to analyze the knowledge production of early human 
evolution in museums and the public, with a focus on the conceptual discussion on models 
and metaphors depicting our origin. The discussions of this article are mainly theoretical 
and conceptual, but with a departure to multi-sited ethnographic fieldwork that I am 
currently involved in focused on the knowledge production of early human evolution 
in the public sphere. From this fieldwork, three models stood out that demanded extra 
attention: March of Progress, the phylogenetic tree model, and the emerging braided 
stream model.
The analysis of the three models shows that they represent a variety of linearity or 
multiplicity. In the emerging braided stream model, we notice an increase in complexity 
and a capability of handling issues of inclusion, interbreeding, and uncertainty. However, 
discussions regarding which models and images most appropriately represent the 
existing research do rarely take place in popular science writing and never at museums. 
Instead, as a visitor or reader, you are to accept the view of the exhibition makers and 
authors. The article calls for more initiated discussions on the models of evolution in the 
public sphere.
